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A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court is read either as an attack on the 
British society with the advancement of American ideals, or as a critique of the 
progressive development of technology with the aggressive expansion of national 
power. However, seldom do critics analyze the distance created between Hank 
Morgan and the Arthurian court, and between Hank Morgan and the reader, through 
writing techniques such as frame narrative, humor and satire. The techniques Twain 
adopts in creating distances enable the reader to depart first from a romantic version 
of the medieval world as is described in Malory’s book, and then from the justification 
of Hank Morgan’s liberal ideal as he puts it into practice. The sequence of the two 
departures leads the reader from an escapist view about the romantic past to problems 
present in nineteenth-century America. In distancing Hank Morgan from the Arthurian 
court, Twain reminds the reader of the liberal ideal which is core to the American 
nation. And in distancing the reader from Hank Morgan, he further calls into question 
the fast industrial development and its dehumanizing effect on people which violates 
the very ideal of the nation. The sadness on the framing narrator’s part traceable in the 
postscript reflects Twain’s disappointment in the American ideals of liberty and 
equality as it confronts industrialization, whose mechanizing effect dehumanizes 
people no less than illiberal forms of social institution.  
I argue that through writing, Twain calls attention to problems of 
industrialization in nineteenth-century America with the intention to keep the nation 
on track of its liberal values. 
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Chapter One  Introduction  
A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court is regarded by Horst H. Kruse as 
“Mark Twain’s most complex novel” (464). This might be true in terms of the 
controversial understandings of its meaning, its ambiguity and Twain’s intention in 
composing the novel.  
1.1  An Attack on Britain and Aristocracy 
Interpretations of the novel are generally divided into two groups. The first group 
centers its argument on the novel as either a direct critique of the British feudal 
society and what it represents: aristocracy, monarchy, the Established Church, or an 
advocation of the American democracy and its industrial progress. This group of 
critics generally views Hank Morgan as humane and benevolent, representing the 
ideal of the New World in his fighting against the Old World privilege. Early critics 
tend to see the novel this way. Sylvester Baxter, for example, argues that: 
Just as the Connecticut Yankee went back into the days of King 
Arthur’s court, so might he go out into the world today, into Central Asia 
or Africa, or even into certain spots in this United States of ours, find 
himself amidst social conditions very similar to those of 1300 years ago, 
and even work his astonishing 19th century miracles with like result. For 
it is a fact that, when Frank Hamilton Cushing astounded the Zuni 
Indians with an acoustic telephone constructed of two tomato cans and a 
string, they deemed him a magician, and tried him for witchcraft. And, 
for parallels of the inhumanities which, as we here read of them, seem to 
have been left far behind us in the track of the centuries, we have but to 
look with George Kennan into the dungeons of Siberia; and, in our own 
country, read the records of the investigations into the horrors of the 
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commonwealth of Massachusetts so late as the time of Horace Mann, or 
look to the record of the nameless barbarities of negro slavery alive in 
the memories of men still young. (17) 
Even William Dean Howells, though noticing the ambiguity in Hank Morgan, 
comments that this book is an “object lesson in democracy” which “makes us glad of 
our republic and our epoch”: 
There are incidents in this wonder-book which wring the heart for 
what has been of cruelty and wrong in the past, and leave it burning with 
shame and hate for the conditions which are of like effect in the present. 
It is one of its magical properties that the fantastic fable of Arthur’s 
far-off time is also too often the sad truth of ours; and the magician who 
makes us feel in it that we have just begun to know his power, teaches 
equality and fraternity in every phase of his phantasmagory. (321) 
John B. Hoben views the first three chapters of the novel as simply a contrast 
between two societies both at its highest level of development, but the rest of the book 
is turned into a satire of the English aristocracy as Twain grows furious with Mathew 
Arnold’s criticism of American society. Arnold says in his 1888 book: “many 
countries, much less free and prosperous than the United States, are yet more truly 
civilized; have more which is interesting, have more to say to the soul; are countries, 
therefore, in which one would rather live” (181). Indeed, as Hoben puts it, “the 
aristocratic, sophisticated Arnold, who felt that democracy was incompatible with 
refinement and culture, represented an ideology that was repulsive and diametrically 
opposed to Mark’s robust Jacksonianism” (206) and “Matthew Arnold, so frequently 
on [Twain’s] mind from 1883 to 1889, evoked the spirit which transformed an 
unpromising sentimental romance into a promising satire” (211). The satirical target, 
then, is the Victorian Britain. If Hoben’s argument is based on the change of attitude 
in Twain from a pro-Britain to an anti-Britain, D. M. McKeithan and Fred W. Lorch, 
agree with Hoben about Twain’s animosity toward British society on the one hand, but 
argue on the other hand the novel is a product of Twain’s detest against aristocracy 
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this detest shown in Twain’s earlier works such as A Tramp Abroad, The Prince and 
the Pauper, and especially in the “violent blast at kings and nobles” in Huckleberry 
Finn (222). Complementing Hoben’s argument, he thinks that Twain in writing A 
Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court also targets the Americans who “worship a 
lord” and “are obsequious to prosperity and position”, like Colonel Seller in The 
American Claimant (227). Fred W. Lorch further traces the source of Twain’s novel to 
his early experience from and readings about the Sandwich Island, which is “a society 
that only recently had been highly feudal in structure changed into a society now 
democratic in form; a society in which the mass of people had once been cruelly 
oppressed and enslaved by priests and feudal chiefs, now transferred into one free and 
relatively well educated” (52).  
James D. Williams, however, does not agree with Hoben’s opinion that the novel 
targets the brutalities in Victorian England or in the America of the nineteenth century. 
Rather, through examining Twain’s notebook entries and the manuscript concerning 
the composition and revision of the novel, Williams argues that “[t]he Yankee works 
out in action ideas on chivalry, slavery, and progress which had been dominant in 
Mark Twain’s thinking for twenty years. His Anglophobia, on the other hand, had 
shallow roots and was poor in association” (297). According to him, Twain targets the 
brutalities of the Medieval past, because for Twain, “the society of the Middle Ages 
was not simply quaint but radically evil and falsely glamorized” (289). Everett Carter, 
in answering what he terms the “soft critics” who read the novel “as either ambivalent 
or as an attack on technology and the American faith in material progress”, uncovers 
through his study the authorial intention of the novel, which is in favor of the 
Yankee’s “defense of democracy, technology, and progress” (435). He attributes Hank 
Morgan’s failure in establishing a republic to the following causes: “minor blame is 
assigned to Hank for the venial sin of sentimentality, major blame to the mortal sins of 
Launcelot and Guenever and, most important, of the reactionary church” (435). He 
contends that “Mark Twain made Hank but a minor, and morally guiltless, cause of 
the final catastrophe: he was too humane in his efforts to reform an evil society” (433) 
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